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Stringing Halal Tunes: Music in Islam and Other Religions
              “Music is well said to be the speech of angels; in fact, nothing among the utterances allowed to man is felt to be so divine. It brings us closer to the infinite.”
 Acoustics has played, and continues to play significant roles in many cultures and religions of the world. Music provides as solution to bridge communities together, and to be spiritually uplifting.

              In Hinduism – one of the oldest religions in the world, music holds a high pedestal in various aspects of life, namely in art, religion, and culture. The Vedas are the revealed literatures of Hinduism, consisting of a large collection of mantras
. The mantras illuminate the various aspects of knowledge dealing mainly with life and the cosmos. Through oral tradition from the antiquities to the present times, these mantras are taught by the Vedic pundits
 to disciples. This reiteration – transferring of knowledge by recitation requires from the disciple a pure mind that can discern the notes with precision in intonation as well as pronunciation.
              I visited the Sri Lakshmi Ganapathi Temple in San Jose
, and interviewed Pundit Hari Sharma
, who explained to me as I ascended the flight of temple steps, that the language used in the Veda mantras is called “chandras”, which is similar to the Sanskrit language with a little variation in grammar. As I was in time for the puja service, I sat among the devotees listening to the famous bhajan
 “Om Jai Jagdesh Hare”
. The humming of the chant, the half closed eyes of most devotees swaying with rhythm of pundit Sharma’s sung melody reminded me of the Sufi dervishes. 
              A few more bhajans, and as the puja drew to a close, the conch shell was blown, followed by ringing the bell that hung from the ceiling. These are incorporated into the worship ceremony. After the completion of the puja, I posed the question on the role of music in Hinduism to pundit Sharma. His eyes had a faraway look, and they crinkled into concentration as he spoke about Vedic literature. In Vedic literature emphasizes that speech and music have a spiritual role. Speech is regarded as a connection between transcendental thoughts and Karmic
 actions.
              Hinduism, Sharma explained, holds a close relationship with classical music, which is believed to have a divine origin, and is seen as a fundamental medium for spiritual experiences. The 2 types of classical music in India – the birth place of Hinduism, are carnatic and hindustani. According to yogi-seer Sriranga Sadguru, “music should become the bridge that takes the listeners from sensual levels to a spiritual level of Atman
.”
 The classical vocal and instrumental music of Hindu culture harmonize both art and science of acoustics. 
              Acoustics plays a vital role in the Vedic metaphysics. An evolutionary order is formed for the five elements of nature; the order ranges from the subtle to the complex – i.e. space, air, fire, water, and earth. The Vedic evolutionary order accentuates that sound is the only descriptor of space, and also acts as an aid in sensing the other four elements.
 Thus, acoustics has received grave importance in Vedic Hinduism.

              Acoustics are also held in high regard in Christianity, where like Hinduism, they are an integral part of daily worship. Similar to the 2 branches of music in Hinduism that explore the theme of love for the immaculate, Christian music can also be divided into 2 categories – Christian church music, and contemporary Christian music, in which the music is based on Christian themes but us designed to be played in other places than the church.
 Music plays a role of significance in church services where hymns are sung, psalms vocalized, and spiritual songs are sung to praise the Creator. 
              In the school I attended, chapel service was accompanied with musical instruments – the piano tuning the hymns to a melody most appreciated. To recollect the chapel experience, I went to the early morning Sunday service in the Church of Berkeley
. It was similar to my mandir experience – people singing praises, the language differed, but the message was the same – glorifying God. 
              The records of the earliest music of the Christian church are hymns. A few of these fragments are still sung as hymns in the Orthodox Church. This includes the well known hymn “Awake, Awake O Sleeper”, which is also sung on the occasion of someone’s baptism. 

              As in Vedic Hinduism which was orally transferred, early Christians, Jesus’ disciples also most likely sung from memory. In the Gospels of Mark (14:26) and Matthew (26:30), Jesus along with his disciples, has said to have sung a hymn before his betrayal by Judas. It is believed that the Apostle Paul in the book of Ephesians (5:19) beseeched the church at Epherrs
 to speak in “psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your hearts to the Lord”!

              Similar to the Sanskrit chants in Hinduism, which were orally transmitted, and then written down in the four Vedas; the Christian West developed several traditions of “plainchant”. The Celtic chant
 in Ireland, the Ambrosian chant in Milan, and the old Rome chant to name but a few. By the 12th century, these chants had become a complementing attribute in the Spanish chapels.

              From chants to hymns; from chants to bhajans; from hymns to the development of Christmas carols
; from bhajans to the evolution into garbas
, Hinduism and Christianity both embrace music also in their respective festivities. Music brings people together – singing Christmas carols, and playing the garbas.
              In Hinduism and Christianity, music is celebrated and incorporated into worship. Religious music performed by Muslims in the masjid
 during dhikr
 ceremonies are not referred to in terms of music. Through the epochs of Arabian history, Islamic scholars as well as theologians have by no means been in agreement regarding performance in either a religious or a non-religious context, which is, regarding the value of listening to music itself. Influenced by established attitudes, some approved and glorified the musical vocation, while others criticized any form of singing and performing.
              As the Bhagvad Gita
, commonly referred simply as the “Gita” in Hinduism is recited during puja; the Quran in Islam is often presented in the form of a song that represents its own vocal genre. Such a performance mandates musical talent and a beautiful voice. However, the individual presenting the Quran is never referred to as a mughanni
, although the individual actually does sing, but is referred instead as a tali, mujawwid, muqri or murattil
. Most Muslims would never use the word singing in reference to a Quranic recitation.

              The reading of the Quran has a ritualistic, and ambrosial, in fact even a mystical purpose. It constitutes as a part of every devotional service of the mystical brotherhoods. The reading of the Quran is the art of recitation of the holy book abiding by established rules laid out for pronunciation, intonation, and caesuras
. These rules were laid down by Prophet Mohammad and were orally passed forth from one generation to the other. During the Prophet’s lifetime itself, some of his followers had distinguished themselves in the recitation of the Quran
.
              Quranic reading is performed as a solo act, and commences with two mandated formulations presented successively: “God protect me from the wicked devil!” and “In the name of Allah the merciful, the compassionate.” It ends with the mandatory expression, “The Great God has spoken the Truth”. The musical structure is defined as the musical abilities of the reader, and by the articulation, and fervor in voice. The same sura can thus take on numerous musical forms. Thereby a reciter who diligently notes pronunciations and caesuras can accomplish a sura in three distinctly different tones, or the performance can be encompassed in an intricate, artistic style. In each case, however, the paramount rule is to pronounce the words clearly. Umm Khulthum, the now renowned singer had initially started as a Quran reader.
 

              The text of the Quran, unlike the Hebrew Scriptures, contains no marks like the hermes and taamin, that convey the tune of a melody. Nevertheless, an approximate of about 26 symbols are used above, below, or beside the individual letter to indicate the correct pronunciation – whether the letter is to be pronounced with another consonant, or if pauses are forbidden at a particular place
. Musical matters are not made a reference to. 

              Perceiving from a musical vantage, the Quran performance is based on one of the maqam
 rows of Arabian art music. The Koran reading also involves the musical design of melodic passages with different lengths. The presentation of the mandatory phrases in the beginning and end of the Quran reading is always restricted to the first tone of the maqam row. 
              Aside from the Quran, the adhan – the call to pray done from atop a minaret by the muadhdhin is a 7 phase
 repetition, according to fixed rules, with a more drawn out pause following each phase. During the Prophet’s lifetime itself, it had become customary to announce the holy service in this way.

              As Jesus’ birth is celebrated in Christianity, and Christmas carols sung in praise of the Divine, similarly in Islam, Mawlid
 public performances of the story of Prophet Mohammad’s birth are performed. On the day of the Prophet’s birthday, the faithful gather in masjids to hear the telling of the mawlid story, much like Christians gathering in chapels to see the enactment, and sing in praise of Jesus Christ during Christmas.

              Prophet Mohammad is further glorified in Islam by the madih an-nabawi, which is a widely popular song form in the Arabic world. The earliest of these came into existence immediately upon the Prophet Mohammad’s death. Hence, some take this to be kinds of “death song”, but since Muslims address their thoughts after the Prophet’s death as if he were alive; the term madih
 was considered the only admissible one. One of the very first madih was written by the scribe of Prophet Mohammad – Hassan Ibn Thabit.

              Similarly, other forms of praise can be found in Islam that requires the use of music. For example in the dhikr, which literally translates to “remembrance” or “pronouncement”, is a ceremony consisting of recitation, singing, instrumental music, dance, and meditation. These dikhr ceremonies are performed by the Sufis that began to practice devotional exercises with reference to sura 33, verse 41, which states: “Oh, true believers, remember God with a frequent remembrance, and celebrate his praise morning and evening”.

              From a musical standpoint, the dhikr ceremony showcases a grand scale musical form that could last for a number of hours. The most basic goal of the ceremony, like that in a mandir
, or a church, is to feel God’s presence
 during the devotional service. The feeling of God’s presence is heightened when the devotees call out the name of Allah repeatedly until they feel exhausted into a trance.

              When I was in India during the summer of 2003, I had the opportunity to witness first hand, the Meera Datar Dargah
 in northern India
. Dargah practices are generally frowned upon in literal Book Islam
, but in popular Islam that is acculturated with its people and particular place, it intertwines with the religion. Similar to a dikhr practice in the dargah, the Divine name was repeated with closed eyes, and deep concentration. 

              In Sufism, the Sufis gather either in the masjid or in a corner of a masjid to hold the dikhr ceremony. It is begun with the recitation of a sura from the Quran, followed by a section devoted to praise the Creator using music. The vocal and instrumental pieces used differ from place to place, but the core idea is to praise the Almighty. Finally, like I had heard in the Meera Datar Dargah, the hadrah section – that is the continuous repetition of God’s name begins. “Allah! Allah! Allah-hu!
” is chanted with passion and fervor, and the singing is accompanied with deep inhaling and exhaling; the name of the Creator is articulated in a rhythm. Simultaneously with the breathing, the body movements of the attendees accelerate, although they remain stationed in the same spot during the whole devotional procession. The story ends then ends with a prayer.

              The dhikr ceremony, hence can be seen as similar to the Hindu puja where chanting “Om”
 is done precisely the same way as is “Allah hu” in a dervish, Islamic setting. Both are devotional, and performed in a group setting to feel the presence of God – the name of the God – Allah or Brahman, being the only difference I could note.

              According to Mustafa Sabri though, an Ottoman scholar, “music is a useless activity.” In his article, Mr. Sabri further claims that music is a form of passiveness. He furthers his premise by making a hasty generalization that “it is not possible to imagine another worldly benefit” [from music beside passiveness] and in the very next statement he asks his readers to not be hasty!

              Mr. Sabri assumes that while listening to music, people would forget to do any good for the humanity. He also believes that the pleasure an individual could derive from pleasure would be a “deep” and “indulgent” one. He poses the question: “Under what kind of influence are the feelings of those who are in an atmosphere which is full of emotional temptations caused by music?” The Sufis, one can argue who are in the “emotional” state are not lured in any “temptation”, rather, their music complements and heightens their devotion!

              Ibn Taymiyyah also believes that music in Islam is mostly haram,
 however unlike Sabri; he distinguishes between the sama
 that profits one in religion, and one that doesn’t. Much like Ghazali
, and other devout Muslims, Ibn Taymiyyah believes that the Prophet has delivered a complete religion, and thus the issue of music being permissible lies in whether the Quran allows or forbids it. The road to God, according to Ibn Taymiyyah is by following the words of the Prophet.

              The mystical route – that of the Sufi is denounced by Ibn Taymiyyah. He believes that music itself can produce an ecstatic state, and the Sufi, ridding his worldly desires, is merely exchanging one form of ecstasy for another. Although casting aside the Sufi musical ecstasy because of its relation to passion does not settle the matter. Distinguishing between a good and bad passion can be made, and even if ultimately what the Sufi feels is merely passion, it is not a moral weakness the Sufi is giving into. The Sufi works to achieve the state via moral, religious beliefs. 
              There is a hadith
 concerning Abu Bakr
 who is told to have one day visited the house of Aishah
 during a time of festivity, and heard two maids singing. This supposedly prompted him to express disapproval. The Prophet arriving at the scene said to let them be, since each person celebrates their own feasts.

              People advocating a pro-music stance cite the Prophet’s tolerance as evidence to support their position. The fact that the Prophet himself was present at the time the singing occurred is cited further for a pro-music perspective. However, Ibn Taymiyyah opposes this by reminding that the Prophet merely heard the singing, which is not an indication that he made an effort to listen to the singing. Only purposeful listening can indicate support for which there is no proof provided in the hadith.

              Sayyidana Abdullah Ibn Masood, a friend of Prophet Mohammad when inquired regarding the meaning of the term “lahwal hadith”, he is known to have responded with the following: “I swear by Him besides whom there is no other God, that it refers to ghinaa
.”
 His perspective is supported by the four Imams
, and a hadith from Bukhari Shareef confirms the unlawfulness of song and music in Islam by stating: “There will be people of my Ummah
 who will seek to make lawful fornication, wine-drinking and the use of ma’aazif
.” The hadith’s argument propels thus as: anything or anyone that requires to “seek to make lawful” is supposedly seeking it simply because it is not allowed, and, accordingly, if music were allowed, it would not be placed with talks of other prohibitions such as wine-drinking. 
              On the other hand is, and what I agree with, the opposition – the Quran revealed by Allah to Mohammad – 

And thou wasn’t not [able] to recite a Book before this,

Nor art thou [able] to transcribe it with thy right hand

In that case, indeed, would the talkers of vanities have doubted

              The Quran is said to be a perfect and complete text revealed – completing pre-existing holy Books – the Torah and the Bible, none to sequel it. If Allah did not specifically mention the prohibition barring music, as is done, for say, alcohol consumption, it seems rather presumptuous to include within the belief system something not included in a Book believed by almost all devout Muslims to be perfect and complete.

              Ibn Ghazali maintains a moderate stance, neither accepting nor refuting music’s permissibility in Islam. Ghazali focuses on the conduct of the individual believer to determine whether or not music is acceptable. Muslim scholars such as Al-Bistami however puts it curtly in reference to music: “In listening to the repugnant you are an accomplice to the Sayer [i.e. God]” and, Ibn Abi al-Dunya goes a notch further stating that Allah curses the singer as well as the one sung to!

              Ghazali partially supports ghina or song, by discussing four elements: a pleasing voice
, structural and rhythmic balance, the meaning of the text of the song/poem, and finally, the effects of the music on the listener. Starting with the first point of the pleasant sound, the Quran praises the beautiful voice, including the voice that chants the Holy Quran, and it condemns the harsh voice or sound; for example, the braying of the donkey mentioned in Surah 31:18.
 Ghazali points to the fact that if only the beautiful voice is permitted in the Quran, then hearing, say, a nightingale, ought to also be forbidden since it is not mentioned specifically as a “beautiful voice” in the Quran, and thus, if one were following the exact letter of the Quran, it would, by not being mentioned in it, become forbidden!

              Next Ghazali defends listening to music in 2 ways; first, by listing sounds such as the laughter of a baby, stating that such sounds are not forbidden. Ghazali makes it clear that it is not pleasure itself that is forbidden, but certain properties such as sexual promiscuity, and wine drinking that are associated with music that are forbidden. Further he points that the Prophet as well as his wife Aishah recited poetry, and no companion of the Prophet opposed it. 

              Finally, on the subject of the effect of music on the listener, an aspect that led Ibn Taymiyyah to outright refute against Sufi mysticism, Ghazali’s differs starkly to Ibn Taymiyyah; his mild stance leads him to believes that the right kind of music in the right circumstance could stir the devotee to long and love God all the more. Thus, in summary, Ghazali is in favor, and finds it acceptable to listen to a beautiful voice emphasized by moral poetry and right instruments; moreover if the music enriches the dominance of God in a pure heart, then that music has achieved its highest calling. On the other hand, music listened which is delivered in an occasion that invites sexual promiscuity or alcohol consumption, is forbidden. 

              Unlike Ibn Taymiyyah, and Ghazali, Muslim scholar Ibn ‘Abd Rabbihi takes the side of music by examining its positive effects; while Ibn Taymiyyah fervently attacks Sufi mysticism and music; Ibn Rabbihi does not bring it up. In the opening chapter of his al-‘Iqd al-Faid, he says:

And we shall now speak, with the help and permission of Allah on the science of melodies (ilm al-al han), and the disagreement of people about it; who abhor it, and for what reasons they do.

The opponents of music in Islam quote the following passage:

And one of the arguments of those who dislike ghina is: they say that it fills the heart with aversion and the mind with agitation; it weakens one’s forebearance, incites to frivolous play (lahw) and ecstatic delight (tarab), and basically is vanity.

Ibn ‘Ahd Rabbihi’s responds by stating that people using this verse to oppose ghina are misinterpreting it. He believes that it refers to people who purchased books of ancient tales that they preferred over the Quran.
              Inayat Khan
 eloquently reasons, “The more one studies the harmony of music, and then studies human nature, how people agree and disagree, how there is attraction and repulsion, the more one will see that it is all music.”
 Music is used as an aid to further devotion as discussed regarding the role it plays in religions as diverse as Hinduism and Christianity; it is also a necessity in Islam – the recitation of the Quran, the musical quality of the adhan, the chanting of Allah’s name by the dervish – though none termed under “music”, are musical, and used for devotion. The hadiths opposing music pale in authority when one reads over the Quran that requires no further add-ons:

Say, who prohibited the nice things God has created for His creatures, and the good provisions? Say, such provisions are to be enjoyed in this life by those who believe. Moreover, the good provisions will be exclusively theirs on the Day of Resurrection.

              Since Allah is the only source of law that can prohibit, it seems absurd to quote hadiths (none that even directly refute music’s forbiddance), thus implementing new rule, since all the rules have already been implemented and are in the Quran already. God does not forget (Surah 19:64)
, so believers can rest assured that if music’s forbiddance is not written in the Quran, it is not that Allah forgot to mention, but that it is most likely not prohibited.
              Music shares a commonality – an appeasing quality, with all 3 religions – Hinduism, Christianity and Islam. An interview in the Sufi magazine
 by Megan Scherer with Laurie Ross reflects on another quality of music, one that can bridge religious gaps, and do what music can do – achieve harmony! Dances of Universal Peace, an organization that Ross has recently become a part of was created by a Sufi and Rinzai
 Zen Master, Samuel L. Lewis
. It is an organization that uses music and simple dance movements, incorporates and discusses principles from Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, Christianity, Islam, etc, to bring a spiritual as well as intellectual consciousness.
              Music can thus lead to happier avenues. It is, and can be made devotional, and can bring one closer to experiencing and appreciating the Divine. It can also, if given an opportunity like the Dances of Universal Peace organization, even help us understand the similarities among our religions, as well as appreciate the differences that bring to our world a cultural and spiritual flavor!
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